Systems thinking is attracting great interest in public health as a conceptual orientation to solving complex challenges around health care renewal in developed countries. Our approach is based on the tenet that effective systems thinking relies on the development of a transdisciplinary knowledge base integrating traditional complex adaptive systems theory with community development, social ecology, social networks, and public health theory and practice (Best et al. 2003).
Case #1: The Initiative for the Study and Implementation of Systems (ISIS)
The US NCI ISIS project began as a means of exploring whether systems thinking could serve as a foundation for more effective public health efforts to combat tobacco use in the face of countervailing forces such as the tobacco industry. The first two years of ISIS brought together a transdisciplinary group of thought leaders in system dynamics, network analysis, knowledge management and informatics, tobacco control, management sciences, health policy, and several other fields to develop an action framework. This network of thinkers considered some core questions: How can the flow in both directions between research and practice be optimized? How can systems structure and function be best characterized to be useful to the public health community? In
what ways can networks be better understood and optimized? In what ways do information and knowledge become the currency by which change occurs? The ISIS team concluded that systems thinking in public health cannot be encompassed by a single discipline or even a single 'systems thinking' approach (for example, system dynamics), but instead represents a transdisciplinary integration of approaches to public health which strive to understand and reconcile linear and non-linear, qualitative and quantitative, and reductionistic and holistic thinking and methods into a federation of systems thinking and modeling approaches (Trochim et al. 2007 ).
The ISIS team also recognized that the complexity of systems thinking might be dismissed as being too complicated. To the current public health stakeholder approaching the issue of systems thinking for the first time, the depth and breadth of systems science can be bewildering. Contemporary public health itself can be quite bewildering. Indeed, public health can be viewed as a complex adaptive system (Trochim et al. 2007 ) of international, national, regional, and local public health governmental entities, a broad array of non-governmental organizations and foundations, advocacy and special interest groups, coalitions and partnerships, for-profit and non-profit medical systems, business and industry, and the public at large. The broad array of threats to well being, ranging from obesity and tobacco to bioterrorism and the threat of epidemics, can also be most aptly portrayed as a complex and adaptive system. Yet, despite the growing cognizance and support for 'systems thinking' in public health, implementation of effective systems approaches remains challenging (McKelvey 1999; Plsek and Greenhalgh 2001; Plsek and Wilson 2001; Stacey et al. 2000) .
In order for the public health community to value systems thinking as a guiding approach, it must be presented in ways that are practical,
